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The Effect of Congruency and Familiarity of
Background Music in TV Advertising on the
Music’s Role as a Retrieval Cue
Insuk Hwang*
Hwa-Kyung Kim**

Assuming that not all background music in advertising function as effective retrieval cues for the
advertised messages, this study proposes that we should be able to distinguish the retrieval cue effect
of music from the simple ad exposure effect. This study tries to identify which specific characteristics
of music are related to the retrieval cue effect. Our experiment focuses on congruency and familiarity
of music as key characteristics of music which affect the effectiveness of the music’s role as a
retrieval cue for the advertised messages.
We used four groups of subjects to test the retrieval cue effect of the background music. Each
group was exposed to one of the four different types of background music and was again sub-divided
into an experimental and a control group (i.e., a total of eight independent sub-groups were included
in the experiment.) The first two sub-groups were exposed to the experimental advertisement with
the background music of high congruency and high familiarity. After the ad exposure, the background
music was provided as a retrieval cue to only one of the two sub-groups. Comparison of the memory
performance between the two sub-groups will reveal the net retrieval cue effect of the music of high
congruency and high familiarity. Similarly, another two sub-groups watched the same ad but with
the background music of high congruency and low familiarity. Also the same ad but with the music
of low congruency/ high familiarity was shown to another two sub-groups and that of low congruency
and low familiarity music was to another two. Among the two sub-groups with the same music, only
one group had the music cue at the memory tasks. One hundred and seventy four undergraduate
students at the college of one of authors in Asia participated in the study. Their ages ranged from 18
to 24 with a median of 20. The sample was composed of 51.7 percent male subjects. They were
randomly assigned to each of the eight sub-group.
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The results show that the music highly congruent with the advertised message facilitates the
message retrieval, while the low congruency music cue does not. It was also found that the low
familiarity music cue improves memory performance only when the music is perceived as congruent
with the advertised message.
From a theoretical and practical perspective, this study provides boundary conditions for effective
retrieval and suggests that the congruent music specifically created for the ad is a more effective
retrieval cue than other types of music cues.
Key words: Background Music, A Retrieval Cue, Congruency, Familiarity

Ⅰ. Introduction

hance the likelihood of consumers’ remembering and thus purchasing the brand. If the music used in the advertising can be an effective

There have been many studies on the effect

retrieval cue for advertising messages stored in

of background music in advertising. Some of

consumers’ long-term memory, playing the ad-

them focused on how consumers responded

vertising music in the stores can be an effec-

emotionally to advertising music and how the

tive way to improve the sales of the advertised

emotional responses enhanced the advertising

brand.

effect (e.g., Alpert, Alpert, and Maltz 2005;

Few studies have explored the role of music

Bruner II 1990; MacInnis and Park 1991).

as a retrieval cue in ads (Stewart, Farmer, and

Others have investigated how consumers re-

Stannard 1990; Tom 1990). These studies re-

sponded cognitively to the advertising music

veal limitations in two important aspects. First,

(e.g., Allan 2006; Hahn and Hwang 1999;

they failed to differentiate the retrieval cue ef-

Maher, Hu, and Kolbe 2006; Roehm 2001).

fect of music from the effect of simple ad

This study focuses on another potentially im-

exposure. Apparently, the effect of ad exposure,

portant role of music in advertisements: the

(A) in Figure 1, is related to consumers’

music’s role as a retrieval cue for the adver-

memory performance without any external aids

tised message. Facilitating the recall or the

(i.e., retrieval cues). The memory performance

recognition of the advertising messages in off-

is only affected by advertising itself or the in-

line stores or in the Internet (or infomercial)

dividual factors such as information processing

advertising where a specific product is being

ability and/or involvement. Meanwhile the re-

re-advertised and the purchase is made, is

trieval cue effect of music, (C) in Figure 1,

very important. The advertising music will en-

can be conceptualized as the difference be-
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<Figure 1> A Conceptualization of Retrieval Cue Effect of Background Music in Ads

tween the memory performance with and

well as retrieval cues. Based on the previous

without a musical retrieval cue (that is, the

studies, this study proposes that two character-

difference between (B) and (A) in Figure 1).

istics of music are closely related to the re-

The current research will empirically inves-

trieval cue effect: the music’s familiarity and

tigate the effect of music as a retrieval cue in

its congruency with the advertised message.

TV ad context by comparing the memory performance with and without the musical cue.
The retrieval cue effect of music is the main

Ⅱ. Literature Review

focus in this study while the effect of ad exposure has been the focus of earlier studies
(e.g. Allan 2006; Kellaris, Cox, and Cox 1993;

2.1 The Effect of Retrieval Cues

Maher, Hu, and Kolbe 2006).
Second, past research has implicitly assumed

Retrieval cues can play a critical role in help-

that the use of music as a retrieval cue always

ing consumers retrieve the ad information stor-

enhances recall and recognition of ad messages

ed in their long-term memory. Most of the re-

without specifying the characteristics of music

search about the retrieval cues investigated the

related to the retrieval cue effect. While music

memory performance when a word such as a

possesses some properties that influence the ad

brand name or a category name was presented

message processing (Kellaris et al. 1993), not

as a retrieval cue (e.g. Alba and Hutchinson

all background music in ads function equally

1987; Bellezza and Hartwell 1981; Lindsey and
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Krishnan 2007; Nedungadi et al. 2001). Some
of them showed that a verbal cue could facili-

2.2 The Visual and Auditory
Retrieval Cues

tate consumers’ memory performance. While
the facilitative effect of verbal cues was ob-

Consumers have many opportunities to be

served when there were direct associations be-

exposed to the visual retrieval cues such as

tween a retrieval cue and information stored in

photographs of the advertising models printed

the long-term memory, the same effect was

on the packages of the products in the real

not observed when the associations were weak

purchase situations. Also, stores may use ad music

(e.g. Hudson and Davis 1972; Rundus 1973).

as an auditory retrieval cue for advertisements.

According to the Associated Network Model,

However, compared to studies of verbal re-

the association refers to the link between the

trieval cues, there have been few studies on

retrieval cue and the information to be retrieved

the effects of visual or auditory retrieval cues.

from the long-term memory (Anderson, 1990).

Keller (1987) reported that showing a photo-

If there is a strong association between the re-

graph taken from the advertisement was shown

trieval cue and the information to be retrieved,

on the package of the product facilitated the

a strong link will be formed between the two

memory performance of consumers. The result

informational nodes (the music and the ad in-

implies that a visual cue at the point of pur-

formation) in consumers’ memory, and the re-

chase can help consumers retrieve the ad in-

trieval cue will help retrieve the target in-

formation stored in their memory. In another

formation effectively. On the other hand, if

study, Macklin (1994), using young children as

there is no strong association between the re-

participants, also showed that memory per-

trieval cue and the information to be retrieved,

formance for television advertising was im-

no clear link will be formed between them in

proved by providing a visual cue. However, in

the long-term memory, and the cue may not

her study, the positive result of a visual retrieval

effectively help the retrieval of target in-

cue appeared only when the children were ex-

formation (i.e., Keller 1987). From the theoret-

posed three times to the test advertisement.

ical perspective, if there is no clear link be-

To date, two studies have focused on the role

tween the music and the target information,

of music as a retrieval cue in an ad context.

the music will have little influence on the re-

Stewart, Farmer, and Stannard (1990) compared

call of the target information.

the effectiveness of a music cue with that of a
verbal cue such as a brand name. They found
that ad awareness increased by 61% in one
month from the start of a campaign, by 80%
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in two months, and by more that 90% in six

the part represented as (A) but not as (C) in

months when given a musical cue. In their

Figure 1. Kellaris et al. (1993) defined con-

study, the facilitating effect of a musical cue

gruency of music as the extent to which purely

on ad awareness was larger than a verbal cue

instrumental music evokes meanings (i.e.,

(58%, 60%, and 66%, respectively). The au-

thoughts, images, feelings) that are congruent

thors claim that these results support the supe-

with those evoked by ad messages. They found

rior sensitivity of the musical cue. Tom (1990)

that congruent music enhanced memory per-

compared a number of original songs, the paro-

formance compared to incongruent music only

dies of hit music (rewriting the words of hit

under a high attention condition. Similarly, Oakes

music), and the hit music in their facilitative

(2007) found that increased musical congruity

effects on ad messages recall. The results of

or musical fit with the ad contributed to the

the study indicate that the music composed for

enhanced recall facilitation.

the specific advertised brand is a more effec-

Regarding familiarity of music, Hilliard and

tive retrieval cue than the other types of music

Tolin (1979) found that familiarity with back-

cues, such as parodies of hit music, which in

ground music also enhanced reading comprehension.

turn are more effective than the original hits.

Similarly, Hahn and Hwang (1999) found that

These studies suggest that ad music may play

high familiarity music increased message recall

a role of an effective retrieval cue. However,

more than low familiarity music in TV advertising.

the works by Stewart et al. (1990) and Tom

In their second study, however, familiarity of music

(1990) have some limitations as described earlier.

in TV ads did not affect memory performance.

Furthermore, they did not consider such factors

Therefore, further research is needed for a clear

as ad exposure frequency, prior ad involve-

understanding of the effects of familiarity with

ment, and prior ad evaluation. Their research,

background music in ads on memory performance.

as such, cannot provide clear-cut explanation
about the net retrieval cue effect of ad music.

Ⅲ. Hypotheses
2.3 The Effects of Congruency and
Familiarity of Music on Memory
Performance

As noted earlier, if there is a strong semantic
association between a retrieval cue and the

Several studies have investigated the effects

target information, a clear and strong link be-

of congruency and familiarity of music on

tween them will be formed in the long-term

memory performance. Those effects refer to

memory. As a result, the cue may effectively
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help retrieving the target information whenever

itive effect on retrieving target information

it is needed. In contrast, if the association is

(e.g., Burke and Srull, 1988; Thelen and

weak, there will be no (or very weak) clear

Woodside, 1997). For example, Figure 2 shows

link between them in the long-term memory

that the uniqueness of the link between the

and the retrieval cue will not lead to effective

retrieval cue and the target information is

information retrieval.

higher in (b) than in (a). In each case, when

Then what characteristics of music would be

a retrieval cue is provided for the retrieval of

related to the strong association with ad mes-

target information, it will be retrieved better in

sages? This study proposes that the congruency

(b) than in (a). The retrieval of target in-

between the music and the ad messages serve

formation under the high uniqueness condition

as one of the possible characteristic. The con-

will be less influenced by the interference of

gruency has been originally proposed by Kellaris

the other information associated with the tar-

et al. (1993), who stress the congruency be-

get information, compared to that in the low

tween meanings evoked by purely instrumental

uniqueness condition in Figure 2-(a). In this

music and those by ad messages. It can be in-

regard, this study considers the uniqueness of

ferred that a highly congruent music will be

link in the long-term memory as another factor

effective in retrieving the ad messages because

that influences the retrieval cue effect.

there exists a clear link between the music and

What characteristic of music, then, is related

the ad messages in the long-term memory. A

to the uniqueness of a link between music and

less congruent music, on the contrary, will not

ad messages? This study suggests that the fa-

function as an effective retrieval cue because

miliarity of background music in the advertise-

there is no clear link between them in the

ment will determine the uniqueness of the link

long-term memory. Based on this reasoning,

in the long-term memory. The link between a

the hypothesis is proposed to test the retrieval

familiar music and the ad messages in long-

cue effect of music in a TV ad context.

term memory will not unique because the music is expected to have many other links al-

H 1: A high congruency music will generate

ready with other pieces of information (i.e., in-

a more positive retrieval cue effect than

formation A, B and C in Figure 3 (a)). In

a low congruency music.

contrast, the link between unfamiliar music
and the ad messages will be unique because

The uniqueness of a link between a retrieval

the music is not expected to have many other

cue and the target information in the long-

links in the long-term memory (Figure 3 (b)).

term memory is also expected to have a pos-

Therefore, unfamiliar music will serve as a

6 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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<Figure 2> The Uniqueness of a Link between the Retrieval Cue and the Target Information

Long-term memory

Information
A

Information
B

A retrieval
cue

Target
information

A retrieval
cue

Target
information

Information
C

(a) Low uniqueness

(b) High uniqueness

<Figure 3> The Uniqueness of Familiar and Unfamiliar Music in Long-Term Memory

Long-term memory
Already encoded
information

Newly encoded information
after exposed to ad

Information
A

Information
B

Familiar
ad music
(a retrieval
cue)

Ad
messages

Unfamiliar
ad music
(a retrieval
cue)

Ad
messages

Information
C

Assuming that every music is
highly congruent with ad messages
(a) Familiar music’s low uniqueness

(b) Unfamiliar music’s high uniqueness
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more effective retrieval cue than familiar mu-

control group (i.e., a total of eight independent

sic, because the ad messages under the high

sub-groups were included in the experiment.)

uniqueness condition will not be related to any

The first two sub-groups were exposed to the

other information that can give rise to con-

experimental advertisement with the background

fusion in memory retrieval process.

music of high congruency and high familiarity.

In order for the uniqueness of the link to in-

After the ad exposure, the background music

crease the retrieval of the ad messages, a clear

was provided as a retrieval cue to only one of

link between the music and the ad messages

the two sub-groups. Comparison of the memo-

should exist. The familiarity of ad music affects

ry performance between the two sub-groups

the memory performance via the congruency

will reveal the net retrieval cue effect of the

between the music and the ad messages. More

music of high congruency and high familiarity.

specifically, it is only when the music is highly

Similarly, another two sub-groups watched the

congruent with ad messages that the unique-

same ad but with the background music of high

ness of the music has its effects on memory

congruency and low familiarity. Also the same

performance. Based on this notion, the follow-

ad but with the music of low congruency/

ing hypothesis is proposed:

high familiarity was shown to another two
sub-groups and that of low congruency and

H 2: Unfamiliar music will be more effective

low familiarity music was to another two. Among

in creating a positive retrieval cue ef-

the two sub-groups with the same music, only

fect than familiar music, only when the

one group had the music cue at the memory

music is congruent with the ad messages.

tasks. One hundred and seventy four undergraduate students at the college of one of authors in Asia participated in the study. Their

Ⅳ. Method

ages ranged from 18 to 24 with a median of
20. The sample was composed of 51.7 percent
male subjects. They were randomly assigned to

4.1 Experimental Design and Stimuli

each of the eight sub-group.
Four different versions of a 30-second TV ad

We used four groups of subjects to test the

were created for a fictitious soap named ‘Lubins'

retrieval cue effect of the background music.

by a professional producer of TV commercials.

Each group was exposed to one of the four

As noted, the ads were identical except for the

different types of background music and was

background music. The volume, the sequence,

again sub-divided into an experimental and a

and the duration of the music were constant

8 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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for all the conditions. An announcer delivered

congruency. Items measuring familiarity, like-

the verbal commercial messages while the

ability, and congruency were the same as those

background music was playing. The verbal

used in the main experiment and are described

messages were as follows: “Lubins. It does not

in the Other Variables and Manipulation Check

irritate your skin. It is a delicate soap with

sections.

natural tenderness and aroma. It gives fresh-

Based on the pretest, excerpts from W. A.

ness to your skin. It comes to you with an ul-

Mozart's Symphony No.1 KV 16 1mvt. (low

timate sense of purity. Alkaline soap for you.

congruency, 3.70; low familiarity, 3.80), L. V.

Lubins.” In the meantime, the brand name

Beethoven's Symphony No.5 op 67 1mvt. (low

was also visually shown on a TV screen. The

congruency, 2.90; high familiarity, 6.15), A.

visual part of TV commercial featured a fe-

Vivaldi's Concerto for Flute and String Orchestra

male endorser’s face, her pure skin tone, and a

D-major Op.10 No.3 2mvt (high congruency,

romantic atmosphere.

5.14; low familiarity, 3.98), and W. A. Mozart's
Concerto No. 21 for Piano and Orchestra KV

4.2 Pretest

467 2mvt. (high congruency, 5.53; high familiarity, 5.91) were selected for the main experiment.

A pretest was conducted to select the appro-

The rated scores of the musical excerpts rated

priate music for each condition. Based on our

low on the congruency or familiarity dimension

subjective judgment, twenty classical musical

were significantly different from those rated

pieces were selected as the candidates for the

high (all p-values < .01). The scores of like-

study.

ability for each musical piece ranged from 4.2

An independent sample of forty undergraduate

to 5.1. It should be noted that responses to

students was asked to listen to each of the

music (i.e. thoughts, feelings, familiarity) may

thirty-second musical excerpts one by one through

vary across countries, especially between Eastern

a cassette player and rated each in terms of

and Western countries.

familiarity and likeability. Following that, they
also rated the level of congruency between the

4.3 Procedure

music and each of the target brand attributes
used in the main experiment (“does not irri-

The experiment took place at a regular un-

tate," “delicate,” “natural,” “tenderness,” “aroma,”

dergraduate class time. Before the experiment,

“freshness," and “sense of purity"). They lis-

all participants were told that the purpose of

tened to each excerpt twice through a cassette

the study was to analyze consumers’ responses

player since they found it difficult to rate the

to a TV program. As a cluster, a thirty-second

The Effect of Congruency and Familiarity of Background Music in TV Advertising on the Music’s Role as a Retrieval Cue 9

target ad and a filler ad were shown three

unaided brand name recall and attribute-message

times: at the beginning, the middle, and the

recall. To measure the unaided recall of the

end of the thirty-minute program, “America’s

brand name, participants were asked, "Was

Funniest Home Videos.” The program had not

there a specific brand name of the soap men-

been on air in the country where the study

tioned in the ad? If so, what was it?" The at-

was carried out. The filler ad was for an auto-

tribute-message recall was prompted by the

mobile which were actually broadcast in some

questions, “What are the important points the

other countries one year before the main ex-

advertised messages? Please list as many mes-

periment was carried out. It was found that no

sages as you can remember. What other details

participants had watched the filler ad before

do you remember from the advertisement?"

the experiment.

These measures were patterned after those

After watching the program and the ads, the

used in previous recall studies (e.g. Nedungadi

participants in each experimental condition took

et al. 2001). Brand name recall was scored as

a distraction task of answering several ques-

one if it was identical or phonetically similar to

tions about the TV program before performing

the actual brand name; otherwise, it was scored

the recall and the recognition tests. The recog-

zero. Attribute message recall was calculated

nition task was done after the recall task. The

based on the written protocol of the brand’s

participants were given four minutes for the

attribute messages (“does not irritate,” “delicate,”

recall and recognition tasks, two minutes per

“natural,” “tenderness,” “aroma,” “freshness," and

each task.

“sense of purity") (Bettman and Park, 1980;

After the memory tasks, participants filled

Lee, 2000). Four graduate students without

out items measuring the likeability and famil-

any knowledge of the study purposes eval-

iarity of the background music and the con-

uated the message recall scores independently.

gruency between music and ad messages. At

A comparison of their judgments showed a

the end of the experiment, all participants

97% agreement. The recall score was the sum

were given a debriefing questionnaire asking

of the brand name recall and the attribute

them to report what they believed to be the

message recall scores because few participants

purpose of the study. The entire experimental

had recalled the brand name (none or only one

procedure took about one hour.

in each condition).
In addition to the unaided recall, we meas-

4.4 Dependent Variables

ured recognition. Brand and attribute message
recognition were measured by the checklist which

Open-ended questions were used to measure
10 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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contained filler items, as used by Shapiro and

Krishnan (2001). The brand name and attrib-

scale items (congruent, harmonious, matched;

ute messages were embedded in a 21-item

α=.87). For example, one of these items was

checklist. Participants were given 1 point for

as follows: “the meanings, images, or emotions

each correctly recognized item.

of the music are well matched with the phrases or words such as ‘does not irritate,’ ‘delicate,’

4.5 Other Variables

‘natural,’ ‘tenderness,’ ‘aroma,’ ‘freshness,’ and
‘sense of purity’ (1=strongly disagree, 7=

After performing the recall and recognition

strongly agree).”

tasks, participants answered questions about

The familiarity of music was measured by

items measuring likeability and the level of at-

three seven-point scale items (be familiar with

tention given to background music. While re-

the music, have heard the music many times,

sponding to these items, the participants re-

and be well-acquainted with the music; α=

peatedly heard background music. Three sev-

.87). For example, participants were asked to

en-point scale items were used to measure the

indicate how familiar they felt with the music

likeability of music, indicating the extent to

they had heard (1=not familiar at all, 7=very

which the music they heard was good, pleas-

familiar). Participants heard the background

ant, or liked (α=.91). Afterwards, participants

music through a cassette player while respond-

were asked to indicate how much attention

ing to these items. At the end of the experi-

they had paid to the background music when

ment, the participants were asked to fill out an

exposed to the TV ads on a seven-point scale

open-ended question to check if they guessed

(1=paid no attention at all, 7=paid exclusive

research hypotheses correctly. Two judges in-

attention) (Park and Young, 1986). For further

dependently coded participants’ responses and

analysis, all multi-item scales were averaged.

their judgments showed 100 percent agreement.

The scores of likeability for each music ranged
from 4.3 to 4.9 and those of level of attention
from 3.0 to 3.3.

Ⅴ. Results

4.6 Manipulation Check
Manipulation checks for congruency and fa-

5.1 Checks for Hypothesis Guessing
and Manipulation

miliarity were performed. The level of congruency of background music with ad mes-

An analysis of the response to the hypothesis

sages was measured with three seven-point

guessing question revealed that two partic-

The Effect of Congruency and Familiarity of Background Music in TV Advertising on the Music’s Role as a Retrieval Cue 11

ipants correctly guessed the study hypotheses,

between conditions with and without the mu-

whose data were excluded from further analyses.

sical cue under high congruency condition. As

Manipulation checks for the congruency and

a result, the mean recall scores with the cue

familiarity measures were carried out using

was significantly higher than that of no cue

ANOVA. The low congruent and low familiar

condition (.92 vs. 1.97, F = 8.99, p < .01,

music had a congruency score of 3.53 and a

Table 1). Similarly, the significant difference

familiarity score of 4.01. The scores were 2.64

between the recognition means was also found

and 6.37 for the low congruent and high famil-

(1.55 vs. 2.30, F = 6.87, p < .01, Table 1).

iar music, 4.85 and 4.29 for the high congruent

However, there was no significant difference in

and low familiar music, and 5.34 and 5.71 for

both of the memory measures between cue

the high congruent and high familiar music,

and no cue conditions under low congruency

respectively. The results indicate that the ma-

(recall, .78 vs. .80, F = .00, N.S.; recognition,

nipulations of congruency and familiarity were

1.46 vs. 1.18, F = 1.17, N.S., Table 1). These

successful (F = 111.98, p < .001; F = 94.90, p

results support H1 indicating that the high

< .001, respectively). The two constructs were

congruency between music and ad messages

not correlated (Pearson’s α= .01; N.S.)

improves the recall and recognition of the ad
messages. If there is no music-message congruency, the musical cue will not be effective

5.2 Hypothesis Testing

in facilitating the message retrieval. This study
To examine the retrieval cue effect of music,

makes a contribution to our understanding of

the memory scores between conditions with

the characteristics of background music related

and without music cue were compared. In or-

to its retrieval cue effect.

der to test H1, one-way ANOVA was used

H2 asserts the interaction of the familiarity

<Table 1> Recall and Recognition Scores by Conditions of Music Congruency
Retrieval cue condition
Music
condition

Memory
measures

No music cue
(A)

Music cue
(B)

Retrieval cue effect
of music ((B)-(A))

High
congruency

Recall

.92

1.97

Δ 1.05 (F =8.99)**

Recognition

1.55

2.30

Δ .75 (F =6.87)**

Recall

.78

.80

Δ .02 (F = .00)

Recognition

1.46

1.18

-Δ .28 (F =1.17)

Low
congruency

Note: The background music used in each music condition served as a retrieval cue in the corresponding music cue
condition.
** p < .01

12 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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and the congruency implying that an un-

recognition, -Δ.33 vs. -Δ.11, t=1.52, N.S.,

familiar music will be more effective in helping

Table 2). Therefore, H2 is also supported. This

the memory retrieval than a familiar music,

implies that care must be taken for the famil-

only when the music is congruent. For the test

iarity of music in order to utilize music strate-

of H2, this study used the method of parallel-

gically in increasing message memory in a

ism testing (Kleinbaum, Kupper, and Muller,

communication context.

1988). The method tests whether the retrieval
cue effect in high congruency and low familiarity condition is significantly higher than that

Ⅵ. Discussion

in high congruency and high familiarity condition.
Results showed that there was a significant
difference in the recall task (Δ1.21 vs. Δ .86,

This study attempts to investigate what

t=3.19, p < .01, Table 2) as well as in the rec-

characteristics of music facilitate message re-

ognition task (Δ1.20 vs. Δ .25, t=3.62, p < .001,

trieval, based on the speculation that not all

Table 2). When the music is incongruent with

music is effective as a retrieval cue. It was

the ad messages, there was no significant dif-

found that the congruency of music, as pro-

ference in both of the memory measures be-

posed by this study, produced the retrieval cue

tween the low and the high familiarity con-

effect. Specifically, the message retrieval was

ditions (recall, Δ.15 vs. -Δ.03, t=1.50, N.S.;

improved when background music congruent

<Table 2> Recall and Recognition Scores by Conditions of Music Congruency and Familiarity
Retrieval cue condition
Music
condition
High
congruency

Low
congruency

High
familiarity
Low
familiarity
High
familiarity
Low
familiarity

Memory
measures

No music cue
(A)

Music cue
(B)

Retrieval cue effect
of music ((B)-(A))

Recall

1.25

2.11

Δ .86 (F =4.00)*

Recognition

1.92

2.17

Δ .25 (F = .40)

Recall

.63

1.84

Δ 1.21 (F =4.98)*

Recognition

1.22

2.42

Δ 1.20 (F =8.89)**

Recall

.91

.88

-Δ .03 (F = .02)

Recognition

1.61

1.50

-Δ .11 (F = .09)

Recall

.57

. 72

Δ .15 (F = .26)

Recognition

1.21

.88

-Δ .33 (F = .90 )

Note: The background music used in each music condition served as a retrieval cue in the corresponding music cue
condition.
** p < .01, * p < .05

The Effect of Congruency and Familiarity of Background Music in TV Advertising on the Music’s Role as a Retrieval Cue 13

with ad messages was provided as a retrieval

music. The finding indicates that the unique

cue. This finding contributes to the existing

association between unfamiliar music and ad

theory of marketing communication and adver-

messages facilitates the retrieval of messages.

tising in several ways. First, from a theoretical

This comes from the fact that familiar music is

perspective, this study provides boundary con-

linked to many other informational nodes, which

ditions for effective retrieval. This study as-

results in more memory interference. Therefore,

serts that the congruency of background music

according to the results, the best way to ach-

with ad messages influences memory performance.

ieve the retrieval effect of music is to create

This indicates that providing music as a re-

commercial music that provides a unique link

trieval cue is not sufficient to increase ad mes-

with the product. This finding is in line with

sage retrieval. When selecting background mu-

the previous empirical results (e.g. Tom 1990)

sic, marketers need to consider the congruency

that suggest the music specifically created for

between music and ad messages in order to

the ad is a more effective retrieval cue than

facilitate consumers’ memory performance. Second,

other types of music cues. However, in this

findings from the study provide valuable in-

case, it should be recognized that the effective

sights for decision making in current marketing

retrieval of messages is due to its firm encod-

environments. When choosing background mu-

ing in the long-term memory.

sic for TV or radio commercials, practitioners

The study has some limitations. First of all,

should seriously consider the congruency or

this study used only one product in examining

relevance of music with ad messages. Adopting

the effects of music in TV commercials. It will

popular music does not necessarily improve ad

be necessary to include more products and

message retrieval. Advertisers should carefully

background music in order to investigate the

select music in terms of its congruency with

extent to which congruency and familiarity in-

product images, product attributes, and so on.

fluence memory performance in a substantive

When congruent background music is provided

manner.

in a purchase situation, it may facilitate ad

Second, being performed in a restricted sit-

message retrieval and eventually lead to a sales

uation, the study would have another limitation

increase.

of external validity. Note that, in real situation,

Another important property of music sug-

the environment of ad exposure is very noisy

gested in this study is familiarity (i.e., unique-

and the audience does not pay attention to the

ness). The result suggests that congruent but

ad in general. Third, future investigation should

less familiar music is more effective as a re-

examine other characteristics of music that can

trieval cue than both congruent and familiar

have a potential influence on memory performance.
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Although this study focuses on only two char-

444.

acteristics of music, there can be many other

Anand, P. and B. Sternthal (1990), “Ease of

characteristics related to the retrieval cue

Message Processing as a Moderator of

effect. For example, the congruency of con-

Repetition Effects in Advertising," Journal

sumers’ mood (feeling) and the background

of Marketing Research, 27, 345-353.

music may also influence the message retrieval.

Baker, J., A. Parasuraman, D. Grewal, and G.

Therefore, in order to better understand music

B. Voss (2002), “The Influence of Multiple

as a true source for the retrieval cue effect,

Store Environment Cues on Perceived Mer-

future research should explore the effect of

chandise Value and Patronage Intentions,"

other characteristics of music.

Journal of Marketing, 66(April), 120-141.

Background music is one of the important

Batra, R. and Ray, M. (1983), “Advertising

decision problems in advertising and marketing

Situations: The Implications of Differential

contexts. In spite of its practical importance,

Involvement and Accompanying Affect

effects of music are not fully understood. In

Responses," in Information Processing Re-

this regard, the investigation of the joint effect

search in Advertising, R. Harris, eds, New

of congruency and familiarity in the study is

York: Erlbaum, 127-151.

expected to make an important contribution to

Bruner II, G. C. (1990), “Music, Mood, and

the understanding of the effects of music in

Marketing," Journal of Marketing, 54(4),

advertising and marketing contexts.

94-103.
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